Self-medication with vaginal antifungal drugs: physicians' experiences and women's utilization patterns.
In many countries, vaginal antifungal drugs have been released on over-the-counter (OTC) markets, yet little is known about women's management of their symptoms. The aim of this study was to judge the appropriateness of self-medication with vaginal antifungal drugs by examining utilization patterns and physicians' experiences of women's self-medication. An anonymous questionnaire survey was carried out in 20 pharmacies in Finland of women buying OTC vaginal antifungal drugs in 1997. Out of the 453 questionnaires distributed, 299 (66%) were returned. A survey of a random sample of gynaecologists (n = 169) and specialists in general practice (n = 288) was carried out in 1996. The response rate was 77%. Nearly all women had used vaginal antifungal drugs previously, 49% during the previous 6 months. Most women did not report any difficulties with treatment, but 44% of women used the drug against recommendations. Half of the women had symptoms that are more likely to be related to infections other than Candida. Physicians had observed several disadvantages of self-treatment, with unnecessary use and use for the wrong indications being the most often reported. In all, 31% of gynaecologists and 16% of GPs reported that these adverse events had been clinically significant, with delay in the treatment of other infections being the most common problem. The results raise concerns about inappropriate use and women's ability to self-diagnose correctly. Because vaginal antifungal drugs are likely to remain on OTC markets, two ways to address these concerns are for physicians and pharmacy personnel to provide spontaneous information and to have more informative advertisements on vaginal antifungal drugs.